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Aid For the Visually-Impaired
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Cineplex Venue Hosts
TheatreVision Preview

HOLLYWQOD - Cineplex Odeon’s Fair-
fax Theatre in Hollywood hosted on Dec. 28
the first sneak preview of TheatreVision, 3
system that uulizes narration to help vision-
impaired moviegoers. Those who attended the
special screening of “Forrest Gump™ used FM
receivers to hear veteran broadcaster Vin Scully

Visually-impaired moviegoers at the Fairfax screening

describe what they could not see.

"I'm amazed at how simple this is to do, and |
can't believe it hasn't been done before,” com-
mented Cineplex general manager Kevin O'Neill,
who personally greeted each of the guests,

According to Helen Hams, who was blinded
by retinius pigmentosa and today serves as presi-
dent of Retinitis Pigmentosa International and
on TheatreVision's advisory comrmuttee, this new
system was designed to help the 10 mullion peo-
ple who ire so visually impared thev cannot
read ordinary pnnt.

“I'm so sad listening to voung people who call
1-86C FIGHT RP,” said Harns at the sneak pre-
view. "And now the sidness has left, and the
beauniful dawn of vision 15 with us as we enter
the 21st century. {t1s truly an hitone moment.”

To use TheatreVision, vision-umpaired
moviegoers can bring therr own FAM recervers,
{(with either one earphane or, in the case of
those with heanng aids. compiete headsets) to a
theatre and dial v 2 special soundtrack thar s
broadcast v1a 2 special FM trequency from
1INV LPANSMILIET in the CTOchi0n booth.

*fy wiil bring back the ability to go 10 the
movies done,” said Harns. *When [ heard the
description of the opmmg scene, just the utle
‘Paramount Picures,” against the snowcapped
mountain backdrop with the white clouds
above it brought an instant flash of childhcod
recognition. The words and picture shot into

my eyes in a flash. As (Scully] continued to
describe the movie, beginning with the floating
feather and its journey, | realized how much {
veally want to see again.”

"My husband and I Jove to go to the movies.
but now that ['m blind he has to tell me every-
thing that's occurring on the screen,” said one
40-year old housewife who atcended the sneak.
*The other day he tried to do it in a quiet way
in a motion picture theater in Pasadens, but the
man next te him told him to be quiet. And 5o
we both sat in silence, he seeing the movie, and
me not. We are almost in tears because now he
will never have to lean over and whisper the
movie in my ear all evening. A part of me will
miss that. It's wonderful, and [ hope there are
more mowies like this coming out soon.*

“The one thing [ miss most is going to the
movies with my friends, and now I believe |
can again.” said 2 blind 14-year-old girl who
attended the screening. “l am happy. [ hope
they find a cure for my eyes, but in the mean-
time at least [ can go to the movies with my
friends again. This is wonderful.”

Filmmakers wishing to utilize TheatreVision
can contact Harns at 1-800-3444877. She sad
RPI's team of expenenced audio professionals
and specialists are able to create deseniptions of
scenes with the filmmaker (who has final ap-
proval on all TheatreVisione scripts). The
entire process, depending upon the length of
the film. is anucipated to take two to three
weeks duning post production. a
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Henry Dobson, Dubbing Mixer/Director (Lt); Steve Southgate, Vice President,

CFVS; and Michael Gough collaborate at Magmasters sound studio in London.

A blind woman wearing dark glasses uses
a cane to make her way out of a movie
theater. She is grinning from ear to ear
and exclaims to those around, “T just saw
that movie!”

A true story, the woman’s statement is not
as far fetched as you might think. Thanks
to Helen Harris, Founder and President of
Retinitis Pigmentosa International (RP
International), and some industry cooper-
ation, movies like BATMAN FOREVER
are now accessible to the visually
impaired.

Harris created TheatreVision© — a

new process of incorporating a special
audio track for feature films that runs
concurrently with the dialogue of the pic-
ture. This track provides a “descriptive
narration” of what is being shown on the
screen, so those without sight can still
experience the wonderful medium of
motion pictures by listening through a
small headset.

When RP International approached Barry
Reardon (President, Warner Bros.
Distributing Corporation), Warner Bros.
got involved by creating a recording for
BATMAN FOREVER. CFVS (Corporaic
Film & Video Services) in the United

Kingdom arranged for Michael Gough
(Alfred the Butler from the Batman
movies), who was working in a play at
the National Theatre in London, to do the
recording which took eight hours.
“Michael is a real gentleman, * says
Steve Southgate (Vice President,
Corporate Film & Video Services for
Warner Bros.), “He donated his time, he’s
85 years young and has a wonderful
Shakespearian voice.”

A representative of RP International like-
wise praises Steve Southgate and all who
helped bring the project to fruition saying
that the recording is "outstanding and
works perfectly.” The organization
expressed their
gratitude for
the skill,
attention
and caring
which went
into the pro-
ject and
showed in
the result.

8681 HJY/HIEYIN

Michael Gough (Alfred the Butler
from the Batman movies) donai-
ed his time (and voice) to make a
recerding so the visualh impaired
could “see” BATARM FOREVER.
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N arration Bflngs | .the audience.”"Shé became especially ’
; ‘frustrated' in ,1993. when everyone
Movies to the Bhnd ; ‘raved abaut “Schindler’s List.” f
i * . Mobody would take her. Enough
Thanks to Helen Harris, blind mav- . was |
iegoers may not stay in the da,ﬂ gg::rh " She met with Sherry Lansmg head
longer. ofParammtEictmes who suggested
Harris, head of Retimtis Plgmentosa i “Em Gnmp" be usedas TheatreV-
International in Woodland Hills, has ° iion’s first film, ¥+

come up with the idea of TheatreVi- |

sion, a process that allows the- ‘blind'to
regnve film narration through a head-
se

The invention wxll offimally
‘tonight at a special showing ocfle ?l‘::
smash movie “Forrest Gump” at Par--

amount Studios in Hollywood.

“It brings back the memory of
seeing,” said Harris, 58, whoﬁrggot

i

retinitis pigmentosa, a degenerative,

hereditary eye disease, when she was

8 years old. She became completely

blind seven years ago.

“Icanwalkmtot.hetheaterwitha |

sighted person’and watch the movie
my way,” she said.
Harris first thought of the concept a

few years ago after friends ed
inviting her to movies becausSteaptgey

got tired of trying to explain every-

——

- Harrig then " eénligied the help of; ,
: podger hroadeaster“ﬁlin Scully, ‘who,

mtn ghe ﬁlm when‘

person is still getting all:
the* yerbal ‘communication,”. Hams:
smid. o, R - A
< Harris-said ge and.a friend wrote
“the narrative, and that Digital Theater '
Systems in Wesdake Village provided
& way to. synchronize the sound, thh
'themnvie. 2 Al
- She esﬂmaten ‘gwouldcosttheaters
-about'$6,000 apiece to install theé
.technologylarTheatreVismn. ce
-Her organizat!on is trying to raise
money to help ‘theaters across the
country, Harris said, and though it
may cost millions of dollars, “it would
let 10 million people have access to
motion pictures.””

—MICHAEL ARKUSH
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eing blind accounts for Helen Harrlg’
unusual vision for the movie industry.

in her mind, she sees Lthousands of other
sightless people sitling in thealers, enjoying
the latest films by listening to a running
account of the on-screen action through
headphones.

That explains why twa stars from the 1948
movie classic "Little Women " were back on
the old MGM ot in Culver City on Wednesday
dubbing a new soundtrack for the 1994
remake of the Louisa May Alcott story.

Janet Leigh and Margaret O'Brien were
narrating the "Little Women" version that
stars Winona Ryder and Susan Sarandon.
Listening through earphones (o Lthe film's
dialogue and music, the two veteran actresses
were recording descriptions of scenes
unfolding on a screen In front of them,

Their narration is designed to be played
through wireless headphones to
vision -impaired moviegoers. So far Harrls
has done four films; two mare are on tap.
They have been shown only at special
screenings.

But Harris, a Woodland Hills resident who
heads a blind - support group called Retinitis
Pigmentosa International, views the
narration process as eventually playing at a
theater near you.

She has won Lhe suppart of Hollywood's
largest studios for the venture she calls
“TheatreVision.” Theater owners are next in
her sights.

"People assume Lhat blind people aren’t
Interested in movies," says Harrls. “But that's
not true.”

The TheatreVision process borrows
heavily from the cancepl of old-time radio
dramag. Narration is woven around a film's
regular music, dialogue and sound cffects.

Leigh and O'Brien had little difficulty
sandwiching in thelr descriptions duting
Wednenday ‘s daylong dubbing session in a
Sony Studios sound room. The pair —wheo will
be joined later by former co-star June
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London hailed
for film Braille’

By Jonathan Davies
Paramount Pictures’ Barry Lon-
don was honored Friday for being
the first studio executive to autho-
nize the adoption of the TheaterVi-
sion system. The system was
called “the biggest invention since

the development of Braille in
terms of communication for the
sightless,” according to Retinitis
Pigmentosa International fourder
and president Helen Harris.

London, vice chairman of Para-
mount’s Motion Picture Group, re-
cetved the RPI's 1995 Humanitar-
1an Award in honor of music
publisher Lester Sill for presenting
“Forrest Gump” in the TheaterVi-
sion format, which allows blind and
partially sighted audiences to hear
a description of the action via
headphones.

“l cannot tell you what it was
like to sit in the Fairplex Odeon
with 200 blind people (for a screen-
ing of ‘Forrest Gump”),” said Har-
ns, who has the hereditary eye
disease retinitis pigmentosa. In ac-
cepting the award at the Beverly
Hilton Hotel, London said that one
of his first concerns was how film-
makers would react to having their
work modified slightly to accom-
modate TheaterVision. However,
he said the project met with uni-
versal acceptance.

“For people to who cannot see
to now be able to participate In
movies is a wonderful thing,” he
said.

“Gump” producer Steve Tisch,
who presented the award, told the
audience: “The world will never be
the same once you've seen it
through the eyes of Forrest Gump.
Barry London was the one who
made sure that the visually im-
paired were able to see the worid
through the eyes of Forrest
Gump.”

“The Brady Bunch” and “Gilli-
gan’s Isiand” producer Sherwood
Schwartz was presented with
RPT's lifetime achievement award.
Other awardees, honored for their
vision in television and film, in-
cluded James Cameron, Lawrence
Kasdan, Ridley Scott, Quentin Tar-
rantino, Lorne Michaels, Bill Allen,
Bammey Rosenzweig, Ken Wales,
William Bell and Melissa Cornick.
Physidan Donald Schwartz was
honored for his research into eye
disorders with the Jules Stein Liv-
ing Tribute Award.

The evening, which was hosted
by Peter Marshall, included ap-
pearances by RPI co-chairman
Chariton Heston and Bob Denver,
Meg Ryan, George Clooney and
Monty Hall, who held a live auc-
tion to raise money for the
organization. a
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everybody else, with their families and
Friends, be accepted and have fun”

Reiinitis pigmentosa, a degenerative
hereditary disease, usunlly first manifests
itself in the preteen vears as night
hlindness. That is how Hamis
encouniered it, when she was §.

“I remember the night [ went with my
sigter to the comer deli in West
Philadelphia to carry home bags of food,”
she recalls. “I walked siraight inio a tree,
and the groceries went all over. My sisier
screamed that we were going (o be late,
but T was on my knees as the cans roiled
away down ihe streei.

“I was {errified. It wasn't the dark that
scared me, or the vigience — because
there wasn't any violence there then. it
was the fact that [ might not be able io
find the store, or my way home, and that
1 would run inio irees headfirst, and
tamp posts and curbs. I Aid ibat all ihe
timne.”

Iromically, Harris — like most retinitis
pigmentosa sutferers — has had 20-20
vision for most of her lile, vet is legally
biind. The condition creates a tunnel
vision of sorts. a loss of peripheral vision
as one sees ihe center cleurly, Peer
through a tiny crack between an enclosed
thumb and forefinger and you can
approximaie the view.

The disease, identified in the mid-i9th
Century, aifects some 3.5 million people
worldwide. But, Harris says, because
many more people suifer from front-of-
the-eye conditions such as giaucoma and
cataracts, ihere have been lunited
research funds for retinitis pigmentosa.
Noneiheless, she contibges to lobby for
her cause, even once getiing the
Congressional Record to prini testimony
consisting of 10 blank pages —
symbaeltizing the text that a blind person
an read.

About five years ago, after she had
painied, as-a hobby, oil
canvases- -including striking replications
of the Sistine Chapel ceiling and
Jerusalem’s Western Wall that hang in
her outer office—the narrow slit through
which Hareris had viewed the worl”

closed. Today, infrequently, a window
reopens for a few minutes of hours.

Harris began her efforts on behaif of
reiinitis pigmentosa much earlier, in
March 1972, for a purely selfish reason —
ihe fact that two of her three sons, at 10
and B, were diaghosed as having signs of
the disease.

Ordinarily, ¢hildren aren't routinely
tesied for retinitis pigmeniosa, but
Harris' awareness prompied her and her
husband to proceed with complex
electroretinographic lests — not unlike
EKGs — ior all three boys.

Today, although ihe time bomb exists
in Jim's and Richard's systems, at ages 33
and 32, married but not parents, they
have few sympioms of ihe disease.

‘The notion of TheatreVision came to
Harris one day as she pondered whai
would make a reat difference in people’s
lives. What was tough for them?

“1 thought, "What's fough is sitling
alone in the dark, not being abie to see
your clothes, to watch TV, to see what
the kids look like, to read ihe greeting
cards they give you. Somebody gels
married and you can’'t see the wedding
dreys. You can’t see your own son at the
altar. It's losges and losses und losses.’

“ “What could {ree them,' 1 thought,
‘going to the mall?” Yes, but it means
canes and bumping into pevple. Going to
the movies — walking into 3 movie
iheater, sitting down and geiiing lost in
somerhing for a4 couple of hours. i ally

) ruvku uy i
Helen Hams center, is joined by actresses June Allyson and Janet Leigh, who
costamred in the 1949 version of "Littie Women,”' and namated the 1994 version
for TheatreVision.

independent, without having io have
someone tell you what was on ihe screen
— then you could be free.”

With typical bravade, Harris arranged
an appoiniment al Amblin Productions
soon aiter “Schindler’s List” had won its
Oscars. Producers Gerald Molen and
Branko Lustig were enthusiastic about
bringing their film to 2 new audience,

Harris winte a rudimentary script as a
iest and showed the product — a film
clip with audio narration — at her

‘group’s annual dinner. The respunseé was

immediate, and electric.

A section from the TheatreVision texi
for “Schindler’s List” underscores what
has been accomplished — and what
might have been missed,

The narrations starts: “Mr. Nussbaum
drops a painting and a pheio into his
suitcase. His wile looks at him. Thetr
eyes meet. She brushes his forehead, ihen
continues sorting photos. The 55 odicers
loom over their shoulders. smoking
cigarettes and shifting impatienily. The
{ront daor opens . . . Mr. Nussbaum stops
and uses a spoon t pry his mezuza oil
the door post. He Kisses if and slips it
into his pocket. They join the massive
procession of Jews moving down the
sireet,”

During ihe summer of 1994, Harris met
with Sherry Lansing of Parmmount

“She gave me the tools - — the
coniinwity script and a copy of the film

on video - - 10 work wiih,” Jdartis recalls.

L

The RP activist brought in a producer oi
commercials to write the narration and
arranged for Scully, whose distinctive
votce she recognized from books or tape,
io donate his services. (All subsequent
narraiors have followed suit)

Ou Dec. 28, 1994, 300 visually impaired
Angelenos and a few friends and
relatives came 10 a theaier in West
Hollywood in midmorning to “see”

% “Forrest Gump.”

Throughout 1995 Harris continued to
seciire narrators, prints and iheaters
gratis as the concept blossomed.

Janet Leigh, June Allyson and )

O'Brien, who had costarred in
the 1949 version of “Liitle Women,”
joined to narrate the TheatreVision
edition of the 1994 sdition. From her
home in New York City, Katharine
Hepburn, star of the 1933 version, added
tracks. For Leigh, who cails the concept
“wonderiill,” it has a personal resonance:
Her grandmotbher was bling,

These days, thanks to such widespread’
beneficence, RPI schedules about a dozen
showings of sach film it processes, one -
every two weeks “Nixon” and “Mr.
Holland's Opus” are next in line.

Uniii pow, all showings have been free,
but Harris indicates that as the program
expands, possibly to other cities across
the United States, a nominal charge may
be necessary.

Last December, four movies were
shown in TheatreVision simultaneously
in four halls at Universal City. Adding a
new layer. Harris arranged for an
independent fejevision station in ios
Angeles to show iwo older heliday films
on television ai Christmas.

K meant thai in the same household,
“you could acinatly have the sighted
person watching the movie on one
television while the blind person funed ic
to the SAP channel on another set, using:
a headset io pick up the description.”

If there was one momeni when Harris
realized what had been accomplished, it
was the day of the TheatreVision
sereening of “Pocahontas,” narrated by
Irene Bedard, the original voice of the
animaied character.

“The parents were siiting with the kids,
and ! went along o see what it wouid be
like. The minute all these Kids began to
laugh at the same time, I thought, “This is
it -— this is unbelievable.” But then I
wondered, ‘Maybe I'm the only one
feeling this.' So when I came out, I talkeud
io the parents. .

"One father started to cry and said.
“This is the first time [ ever hear my
daughler laugh with me in a movie -
theaier without my havmg o cxpiain to

her what was 20iug on. -
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After TheatreVision.....

"Wow, this is incredible. | believe that this will change my life forever. At least
I know that whether I’'m blind and/or in a wheelchair, | will still be able to go to
the movies and ‘see’ through "TheatreVision." It's incredible. | feel a new
freedom, and that everyone who is blind or losing sight should be able to see
what |'ve seen today. It gives me renewed hope. | hope every producer in
Hollywood helps you, Helen, with TheatreVision.

An 87 year old woman.....

"Listen dear, I'm 87. | didn’t expect to live this long. My husband and | were
married for 60 years, and | could depend on him for everything. I'm glad for my
life, but | don't like living it in the dark. This gives me hope that | can come
down here across from my retirement home and see a picture and hear it
described by my favorite sports announcer, Vin Scully. Yes, Helen, | love Vin
Scully!"

Another comment.....

"I’m the activities director for Hotel Shalom, and | watch people lose their vision
more and more since the population of America seems to be more over 50 than
under. There are many more people unable to see than ever before. It's a very
sad thing to watch their lives wither away as friends and relatives disappear
from the responsibility of helping another to see.”



Quotes from Patrons Attending "TheatreVision’s" First Showing

Before TheatreVision.....

"1I’'m a 40 year old housewife. My husband and I love to go to the movies, but
now that I’'m blind he has to tell me everything that's occurring on the screen.
The other day he tried to do it in a quiet way in a motion picture theater in
Pasadena, but the man next to him told him to be quiet. And so, we both sat
in silence... he seeing the movie, and me not."

After TheatreVision.....

"We are almost in tears because now he will never have to lean over and
whisper the movie in my ear all evening. A part of me will miss that." She
giggled as she said that, and her husband was obviously very happy to know
that his wife could sit in the motion picture theater and quietly listen to the
movie as Vin Scully did the talking for him. "It’s wonderful, and | hope there
are more movies like this coming out soon. Thank you, Helen, for this
wonderful day."”

Before TheatreVision.....

"My daughter is 14 years old and has just suddenly gone blind. We are
devastated, but we heard what was happening here today so | thought | would
bring her along. We just don’t know where to turn. It's hard for teenagers to
be told they will live in the dark forever."

After TheatreVision.....

"She’s like a new person,” said the mother, and the 14 year old was beaming.
The 14 year old daughter responded, "The one thing | miss most is going to the
movies with my friends, and now | believe | can again. | am happy. | hope
they find a cure for my eyes, but in the meantime at least | can go to the
movies with my friends again. This is wonderful."”

Before TheatreVision.....

"I've been in this wheeichair for 8 months now. I'm 39 years old. | have
diabetic retinopathy, have gone blind in one eye, and the other eye is failing
with a kind of neuro-palsy. |I’ve had three strokes, and so now |I'm wheelchair
bound also. As my eyes leave me and the wheelchair confines me, at 39 |
can’t even picture what my future will be like."
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The following quotes, taken from a booklet released by the American Foundation for the Blind called Who’s
Watching? A Profile of the Blind and Visually Impaired Audience for Television and Video, by Jaclyn
Packer, Ph.D. and Corinne Kirchner, Ph.D., emphasize the importance of video programming;:

Because so many people watch television and videos on a regular basis, those with visual impairments
already make up a substantial part of the viewing audience. In fact, as viewers, they are similar in most ways
to the general audience; as a group, they watch television and videotapes in similar numbers and with similar
frequency to the general population, and -- our research suggests -- they have similar tastes and preferences in
programming.

Many blind and visually impaired people feel “left out” because they miss information that sighted people
easily get in this culture where television and films play such a large part. Not only do they lack information
or have to work harder to obtain information readily available to others, but they also are at a social
disadvantage when they are not able to discuss popular topics like current movies or last night’s TV sitcom.
So-called “water cooler” discussions play a large part in adult social interaction, and similar types of
discussions may play an even larger role in the lives of children and teenagers; being unable to participate
fully limits interactions and can negatively affect one’s self-concept.

A special technique, video description, opens the possibility of full access to television and video for people
who are blind or visually impaired.

Adding video description to a soundtrack is likely to increase the size of the audience of blind and visually
impaired people for a videotape or television show, and is almost certain to enhance the viewing experience
for the existing as well as the future audience of blind and visually impaired persons, plus family and friends
who view the programs with them.

Besides making programming more accessible to a greater number of people, video description fits the spirit
of the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA). The ADA is a piece of landmark legislation with the purpose
of bringing people with disabilities fully into civic and community life.

In addition, media providers who offer video description of their programming reinforce the message that
they are committed to al/ of their viewers. In sum, providing video description is the right thing to do!

And, in a June 1997 AFB news release, Ted Littleford, executive creative director of the New York office of
FCB, America’s biggest advertising agency, quotes: “We forget that people who are blind or visually
impaired also watch television, and thus commercials, and they can be a huge and important target audience
for our biggest clients. What a difference it would make for all markets if video description was an
established reality. We would be providing visually impaired people the equal access to information they
deserve, and helping our clients reach this important and often-ignored target audience.



